This paper is concerned with the role of community development within local democratic practice. It draws on PhD research interviews conducted in the London Boroughs of Greenwich, Lewisham and Newham which examine the relationship between community development and local government in the light of the Modernising Local Government Agenda, and related policy, with specific reference to the 'democratic deficit'. At a time when issues of power and voice have rarely been more strongly exhorted from the centre it is timely to reflect on what has been achieved and what front line community workers are experiencing. What emerges is a disconnect between official policy and actual implementation; whilst democracy has been recognised as important it has not been deepened and there is evidence to suggest that recent policy has at times had damaging consequences for community development, the wider third sector and civil society. Such an inversion may well be inevitable and predictable given the organising slogan of, for example, Operation Black Vote, that 'power is never given'. The community development profession and
 Introduction
The narratives of local workers and activists presented in this paper describe recent local government modernisation policy that has had an enervating effect on local democracy, the third sector and the community development profession. Inasmuch as this covers the timescale of the current New Labour government it is unavoidably a small and large 'p' political judgement. 1997 clearly presents us with a new era, and as reflective practitioners on the cusp of massive public sector shrinkage and the possibility of a new government it is timely to take stock. 
 Community development connects to democracy
The context of local democracy offers a unique opportunity to assert the role of community development in a way that protects and affirms its value base.
Community development is understood as a distinct process, skill set and discipline which has attempted to 'unleash the potential 4 Those interviewed felt community development had become less radical in recent years. The reconstruction and recent updating of community development would seem to soften many positions (e.g. the Community Development Challenge, DCLG 2006). But for the bulk of the community development movement the profession remains a tightrope to be navigated with care, and retains edginess and determination to challenge that is unlikely to sit comfortably within any established institution (Banks, S & Orton, A 2007) ' of both failed regeneration and resident involvement in local democracy (the 'democratic deficit' found in local government). When community development and modernisation are held together and closely observed, the degree to which synergies are achieved or obviated can be taken as a proxy for wider democratic health. Community development can be seen operating in the heartland of our society, enhancing and deepening democracy, or isolated as a distrusted variant of capacity building, with an interesting tradition superseded by newer thinking -empowerment, social enterprise et al. 4 Marilyn Taylor -Unleashing the Potential (JRF 1995) 5 'The community development role has always been one of ambiguity and contradiction but the modernisation process adds further layers of complexity ' (CDJ January 2007) . The Standing Conference for Community Development (SCCD), that became known as the Community Development Exchange (CDX) undertook an extensive process of national debate which resulted in a strategic framework for community development (2001) . It asserted that community development 'strengthens democratic processes, opening up political debates and procedures to disadvantaged communities' (and) (t)hat people become more aware of issues which affect their lives, and more determined to take action to address (them)' (page 8). Community development not only connects to democracy but nurtures and actualises it.
The SCCD definition of community development locates it within a radical tradition -'it is about building active and sustainable communities based on social justice'; it is based on values of social justice, participation, equality, learning and co-operation and commitments which include 'reversing inequality and the imbalance of power relationships in society' (page 5). However because democracy is a contested term, this radical interpretation is merely one of many possible positions and inevitably meets with opposition and forms of resistance which the community development profession and wider movement are ill placed to counter. Often the profession is unable to recognise the scale of the challenge that such values and commitments bring in their wake because more immediate short term imperatives take precedence. By taking on a social and structural analysis, community development becomes a political practice, one that is inherently progressive and therefore vulnerable to reactionary and opposing forces that identify their interests as being threatened. Governments across the political spectrum have deployed emanicipatory rhetoric but as Tony Benn (2005) More than a decade later, the warning of ramping and hyping up appear prescient.
The modernising agenda is scrutinised through the 'gaze' and fortunes of community , his meaning being that it opens up questions of degree, how much democracy is desirable and how far do we go in ensuring it translates to issues of equality and social justice?
With its 'Year Zero' approach, the claims of the New Labour government and in particular the Social Exclusion Unit and Department for the Environment, Transport and the Regions, can be interrogated in relation to modernisation, democratisation and the devolution of power (localism), notably by Nirmala Rao (2000) . She sees the 1998 White Paper (In Touch with the People) as a 'fundamental critique' (page 1) of the previous regime, and notes that government slogans by themselves change nothing. Rao notes the ambiguity and different usage of democratic renewal as deployed by New Labour: firstly as a set of responses to identifiable problems such a low turnout, secondly as a sign of loss of faith in institutions and thirdly as a new type of political system. She notes that it is not clear how the three inter-relate and warns of the potential to confuse 'modest improvements in turnout with actual shifts in beliefs, behaviours and outlook on political life' (page 3).
compound, is no novel doctrine ... Democracy is unstable as a political system as long as it remains a political system and nothing more, instead of being, as it should, not only a form of government but a type of society. To make it a type of society requires ... the conversion of economic power, now often an irresponsible tyrant, into a servant of society, working within clearly defined limits and accountable for its actions to a public authority". Tawney sums this up with the striking metaphor, "Onions can be eaten leaf by leaf, but you cannot skin a tiger paw by paw: vivisection is its trade and it does the skinning first". development workers and activists as a site of conflict and contradiction that can both block movement and inspire it, albeit as alternative and countervailing force. It is argued that the change of local governance and government structures does not of itself alter the power differences inherent in partnerships, or lead to more effective performance, whether in terms of services, governance or social cohesion. The deeper cultural and small and large 'p' political factors have been greatly underestimated in shaping and often delaying democratic outcomes as the 'local' asserts its own counter narrative, rooted in asymmetries of power that transcend central planning. The research goes on to audit progress and claims made by institutional and more critical policy sources, analyse issues arising and identify ways forward that allow stakeholders to negotiate a new agenda.
 In their own words:
In interviews with community development workers and community activists across three London boroughs a wealth of hard experience and critical insight emerged that has vital implications far beyond the community development profession. They point to a fundamental failing in the transmission of policy and thwarting of wider community development and democratic objectives which has become a cultural norm. It is in the nature of activists and workers to be dissatisfied and the sharpness of their criticisms are often sidelined at a local level because, to date, they have raised questions that create discomfort amidst a highly pressured environment. However what is being described by them is a local culture, a way of being, acting and dealing with the world that is both dysfunctional and in denial. In Esprit de corps (2001) Quirk writes from the vantage point of being a council chief executive that at times we are all 'good people trapped in a bad system' but he underestimates the effects of dissonance and impairment. For those interviewed within and outside of these councils, the gap between the walk and the talk has long since parted company. It is a situation that underpins how and why things happen at a local level and whilst painful, fractured, emotive and often unreasonable, has an element of inconvenient truth that makes or breaks what comes afterwards. Five themes are identified from the interviews that exemplify the tensions exhibited:
• Community development as a profession in permanent crisis facing mostly insurmountable battles within and without
• Policy around democracy and empowerment being widely seen as contradictory and skewed to a managerialist agenda 
 Community development is a profession in permanent crisis
Community development and social change rely on actors who can seize opportunities to nurture and sustain it. These change agents in turn exist within a culture which impacts on their performance in ways that enable or inhibit. The thrust of comments recorded inscribes the latter as a recurrent theme -a sense of security, consistency and encouragement is routinely lacking.
In particular the job is seen as expensive and time consuming therefore a liability.
As the profession has become detached from its radical tradition, lacking a passion and political awareness, the role is inherently unstable and risky with regard to career development. And increasingly community development has become transformed to consultation debates on forms of service delivery with other alternatives trivialised. Finally a view is often expressed that if local councils are to embrace the role and value then explicit protection is needed to ensure workers have the space in which to operate, without being closed down by pressures that emerge when demands are made by newly empowered and assertive communities. and what can be achieved. Whilst there is a plethora of policy at any one time the issues of deepening local democracy and community empowerment were fixed on as particular aporia whereby the rhetoric and the reality struggled to connect.
Community Development doesn't come cheap

"It don't come cheap and it isn't quick. You don't get any quick fixes
Officially the stated intention of both, which are intrinsic to localism, is that more democracy and more power is being offered up from both central and local government, for a period described as double devolution 7 What workers and local activists described was that such policies were often a contradiction in terms, leading inevitably to partial results, if not outright failure and causing many to question whether the actual intention was something else altogether -namely the consolidation of existing power. If after having repeated Contradictions and avoidable confusions were seen to exist around the deployment of democracy as a means to an end rather than an end in itself, with the end being quality public services. The deeper point being that by framing agenda of democracy before the event, it is ceases to be democracy which is necessarily far messier. Exhortations to empower and give power were seen as nonsensical; power could only be won or lost. Modernising was understood to have a dual agenda, superficially to soften resistance by deploying a seductive transformational rhetoric whilst pursuing an instrumentalist agenda using community engagement as a means to an end. Typically the expansiveness of democracy and empowerment is truncated into a managerial operation. The calibration shifts from difficult to measure perceptions of wellbeing and the ability to influence, to service outputs and the money spent or saved on them. 9 'It would be wrong to assume that constitutional convention amounts to or derives from any natural right for local government to exist. It is a convention based on, and subject to, the contribution that local government can bring to good government. It follows from this that there is no validity in the assertion that local authorities have a 'local mandate' by which they derive their authority from their electorate placing them above the law' (paragraph 3.6 page 46) The Widdicombe Enquiry 1986
Better services through democracy
You can't give people democracy
You can't just suddenly out of the blue (as) ... a .. centralistic organisation ... say to people, we're going to give you democracy. Not on, not on... in terms of its implementation, to me it's the opposite of democracy... To me it's all too formatted so that's my starting point um. In terms of how it's affected me, it's actually had what I presume to be the opposite effect of what the government wanted but maybe it's had the right effect because I don't want to take part in it y'know because it doesn't allow me to ask the questions before I'm told what the formula is, the formula is clear, the process is clear so therefore I haven't got any form of ownership in that, if anything now I've been taken out of the free speech, democratic society where I could say what I want within reason into a much more carefully thought out future development so for me, I'm not really into it, I'm not into it at
because Parliament is sovereign. The strange powerlessness of local government is commented on by activists and workers as a recurrent theme amidst the aura of having an apparent monopoly of local control. The lack of ultimate agency afforded to the Town Hall has knock on effects which cascade to the very local level. If Town Halls are thwarted and treated with suspicion the distrust is likely to be contagious and permeate downwards.
Councillors were widely seen as irrelevant to key decisions, appointed and rewarded on the basis of party loyalty rather than wider community efforts. Councils' room for manoeuvre was severely curtailed though understandably not broadcasted by local politicians anxious to gain kudos from local communities. For some of those interviewed, the real democratic deficit began with the lack of recognition for the role of the local state, which was forced to operate more as a defensive management committee than as the personification of revivified local democracy.  A sense of frustration and culture of fear Workers and activists constantly described the world as they experienced it, as distinct from more glossy interpretations that predominate from the communications departments from town hall and Whitehall. The starting point reflected frustration and fear that cried out for recognition and is included here as a reality check. In an obvious sense how people feel matters, not least because it shapes what they are able to achieve but also because it communicates outwards and is picked up by the communities themselves in terms of congruence and trustworthiness.
The limitation of councillors
The blocking of community demands was a universal experience that fuelled a sense of rage and heightened confrontation. Often aggressive behaviour became internalised throughout an institution as a default position, a climate of fear became normalised and difficult to break down. Spaces for partnership when they existed, of which the Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) as partnership of partnerships stood out, were invariably contained or cleansed of spirited community sector input with little expectations for the chances of redress. were created by sets of ideas that harden into received wisdom, community development and related activity had the ability to develop new thinking to go beyond existing constraints. Community development workers who are able to galvanise local communities easily achieve significant political capital which creates a privileged position which in turn demands reflection and willingness to be held accountable. 
People being messed about for years
Doing democratic based work
 Conclusions
There are some simple questions that can be asked with regard to the last 11 years:
• Is local democracy in better health?
• Is the wider voluntary and community sector thriving?
• Is the community development profession and community development practices more generally, in a good place?
Whilst straightforward yes or no responses are never wholly adequate, neither is unnecessary prevarication -we should be able to have something definitive to say on this matter that comes down on one side or the other. Whilst it might seem premature to reach critical conclusions, the stakes are very high and without a debate within our sector that polarises issues into clear choices and ways forward nothing is learnt. We need to create new alternatives based on a critical evaluation of the present and recent past. This is to create space for our own agency and take ownership of the rather than wholly condemn what is a complex set of cross sector interactions and behaviours.
Three interrelated bases exist: local government reform, the third sector as an independent entity, distinct from the state and the market, and community development as a contested yet key practice of facilitating change and challenging oppressive practice. These bases link together for better or worse in defining the fabric of much local community life so what happens to them in isolation and as synergies matters, never more so than at a time of recession.
At the heart of the modernisation drive of recent years local practitioners have reported a gap between what the words have said and what has been enacted and this dissonance has tended to create an alternative stories with words that describe a hidden history set apart from official discourse. For those interviewed the official discourse is not able to galvanise change, is not believed, and compels people to distrust the solutions that are offered, because learnt experience tells them is that they should not be taken of face value -power is not given to local communities, partnerships are not equal etc. Listening closely to workers and their interaction with local people this dissonance was frequently at the centre of what was said.
Alongside this corrosive and exhausting heartfelt experience was also, for them, time and again, the theme of democracy, in its fullest sense, as a bridging theme. A longing for things to connect with core values of participation, equality and fairness.
